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Creating a Tool for Measuring the Social Value of Design 
Abstract: Social value has been measured for many years predominantly for values created by NGOs, 
social enterprises, social ventures, and social programmes. However, because ‘value’ is a highly 
subjective concept that often has ‘soft’ outcomes, it is challenging to find a measurement tool which 
satisfies all parties involved in social value creation, especially in the commercial sector. In this 
complex environment, a viable means of measuring the social value of design will enable 
organisations to use design more effectively to increase their societal contribution and 
competitiveness. This research aims to identify key considerations to produce a guideline to create 
desirable tools for measuring social value of design, by conducting in-depth interviews with 
companies and two workshops with postgraduate students and professionals from a range of 
backgrounds. It is recommended that the tool should have three levels: (i) an overview with a 
qualitative approach, (ii) a financial level with a quantitative approach, and (iii) a balanced level with 
both a qualitative and a quantitative approach. 
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1. Introduction  
As consumers become increasingly aware of the social implications of their purchases, indicating 
that social values positively influence purchasing behaviours (Weber, 2008, EY, 2013), leading 
businesses place greater importance on social value (Porter and Kramer, 2011). However, the 
complex subjective nature of ‘social value’ - including varying perspectives on what is socially 
valuable, which inevitably change markedly according to individual circumstances and beliefs - 
makes it challenging to define the term and identify where companies should focus their efforts. 
There are, predictably, perennially conflicting ‘for’ and ‘against’ arguments about which products, 
services and brands should be regarded as having high social value. Design can address users’ 
increased needs, albeit personal and subjective, to provide a competitive advantage for businesses 
by creating socially responsible products (Jelsma, 2006) and, furthermore, as a strategic tool to 
encourage triple bottom-line improvement (Joziasse and Selders, 2009, Lockwood, 2011). In this 
complex environment, a viable measurement of the social value of design will enable organisations 
to use design more effectively to increase their societal contributions and competitiveness. 
However, the question remains: would a tool to measure social value be used in the real world? A 
similar situation occurs in the measuring of the value of design, and many researches provide tools 
to measure the value of design and design performance in companies (Cooper and Press, 1995, DC, 
1999, Oliver, 2002, Moultrie et al., 2006), but they remain underused in the company environment, 
especially in SMEs (Zec, 2011). It is therefore important to understand how such a measurement tool 
should be created, to ensure its viability in a commercial environment. 
Social value has been measured for many years using measures which are predominantly for values 
created by NGOs, social enterprise, social ventures, and social programmes. However, because 
‘value’ is highly subjective and often has ‘soft’ outcomes, it is difficult to find a generalised 
measurement tool to satisfy all parties involved in social value creation, especially in the commercial 
sector (Mulgan, 2010, Wood and Leighton, 2010). This is more apparent with measuring social 
values of design, where design itself can be also difficult to define and measure (Hertenstein and 
Platt, 2001). The exploratory research presented here addresses these issues by identifying key 
considerations to produce a guideline to create desirable tools for measuring social value of design. 
The research will utilise (i) a literature review to understand the meaning of social value and its 
relationship to design, (ii) five in-depth exploratory interviews with socially aware SMEs to better 
understand the meaning of social value in a business context, and (iii) two workshops with 
postgraduate students and professionals in various fields - including design, branding, sociology and  
business administration - to identify the use and usefulness of current business and social value 
measurement tools in order to pinpoint best practice of current tools used by companies. Using this 
data, the paper recommends a guideline for initiating the creation of a tool for measuring the social 
value of design to maximise its adoption in the commercial environment.  
2. Background 
2.1 Social value and the measurement  
Many studies already describe the meaning of ‘value.’ According to Zeithaml (1988), value in a 
commercial sense is the overall appreciation of products or services, for which customers make 
appropriate payments. It can be divided more broadly into emotional, social and  functional value 
(Sweeney and Soutar, 2001). The concept of social value is, more specifically, what social enterprise 
and organisations give back in return, where success is not just defined as ‘shipping a lot of units’ but 
gauging whether they have improved life, made no impact, or made it worse (Hunter, 2014). Social 
value is more elusive than economic value, as there are no objective means to measure its outcome, 
since its impact varies according to audience and context. The many definitions of ‘good’ social value 
can make it difficult to construct a comprehensive framework in which the meaning of social value 
can be firmly planted. Mumford and Gustafson (1988) describe the relationship or interaction of a 
community’s individuals (i.e. society), whereas HMRC (2010) expands the reach of social value to 
include an organisation’s environmental impact. 
The emphasis of social value is much more apparent in Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 
and Not-for-Profit Organisations (NPOs): as they rarely have tangible products and profit-based 
financial outcomes, compared to commercial companies which sell products or services, measuring 
social impact and value plays a much more prominent role. In the commercial sector, it is less 
common to consider social issues from a value perspective. However, global companies including GE, 
Google, IBM and Unilever have recently adopted the concept of ‘shared value’, demonstrating that 
social value opportunities can enhance a company’s economic value  (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 
The research also investigated the social impact measurement tools currently in use. As already 
mentioned, the complexity of determining the elements of social value make it difficult to achieve 
objective measurements which can be adopted by businesses. However, with the development of 
Social Return of Investment (SROI), attempts are now underway to measure the economic indicators 
of social value. Nef (2008) reviewed twenty-two tools to create a comprehensive chart of different 
tools and their functions. A measurement tool’s reliability appears to be of greatest concern because 
according to Mulgan, “Social value is not an objective fact. Instead, it emerges from the interaction 
of supply and demand, and therefore may change across time, people, places, and situations” 
(Mulgan, 2010, p41). 
2.2 Design and social value 
Papanek states that “Much recent design has satisfied only evanescent wants and desires, while the 
genuine needs of man have often been neglected” (Papanek, 1985, p.15). The design discipline has 
subsequently placed greater emphasis on the expanding role of design, not merely as an object 
creating activity but as an essential process for innovation and creativity (von Stamm, 2008). The 
principle of design - described as ‘design thinking’ (Martin, 2009) - is now taught in business schools 
to encourage future business leaders to think creatively in company life. The expansion of design has 
also changed the perception of design influence in businesses. Joziasse and Selders (2009) describe 
comprehensive areas where design adds value, mostly in the areas of profit, brand equity and 
innovation. However, as added value in creating change design is described as a provider of social 
value by reducing environmental degeneration and providing more user-centred solutions for social 
issues such as ageing and literacy. Similarly, using the Balanced Score Card model for design, Mozota 
(2006) describes how design creates ‘value for society’ and ‘socially responsible enterprise’ as part of 
four ‘powers of design’ which can lead to an organisation’s financial success. 
In more business-oriented literatures, the use of the term ‘Triple Bottom Line’ (TBL) - also known as 
the three pillars - includes added value for corporations in both environmental and social value and 
the more traditional economic value (Elkington, 2004). While the influence of design was thought 
hitherto to be mostly on the economic pillar, design’s ability to influence change in society is now 
also regarded as important, as interest increases in the social impact of corporations (Jelsma, 2006). 
Lockwood describes this phenomenon: “Design has more potential to lead change, enable 
innovation, influence customer experience and add value to the triple bottom line than any other 
business function” (Lockwood, 2011, p244). Furthermore, the principle of ‘design thinking’ is now 
widely employed by many NGOs to influence and accelerate changes in society (Smithsonian, 2013). 
The relationship between design firms and NGOs is described by the Smithsonian Institution, 
demonstrating how design can create social values, including as a part of the goods production 
process (discipline-based design, i.e. product design, engineering design, graphic design etc.,) and as 
a strategic tool to influence business management. The broader elements of design have been 
studied (Na et al., 2016) and used to construct an audit tool for companies (Moultrie et al., 2006). 
However, as the social values of design can have many interpretations, especially to what extent 
design influences the creation of social value, a measurement tool is required to provide an 
objective evaluation of the social value of design. 
3. Methodology 
The research comprised three phases. In the first phase, the main task was to understand the 
context of social value through literature reviews of journal papers, books, mass media and websites 
of relevant organisations. The second phase further explored the current issues of social values in 
the commercial sector by conducting an in-depth interview with managing directors of SMEs. The 
final research phase identified the practical implications of measuring the social value of design by 
running two workshops, to explore the issues identified from the first two research phases, and to 
prepare for the final workshop with professional stakeholders. 
Due to the exploratory nature and the project time constraints it was decided that a purposive 
sampling approach would be appropriate, drawing on the research co-investigator’s experiences 
with companies to select candidates who were likely to either have considered social impact, or 
have opinions on design’s contribution to social impact as a result of their business operations. The 
interviews each covered four themes: what is social value? communicating societal impact; business 
activities which consider social impact; and feedback on societal impact. The interviews were 
analysed using content analysis to identify the specific issues raised in accordance with the interview 
themes. The result was further analysed to construct an overarching theme in order to better 
understand the perception of social values in the commercial sector. 
The purpose of the first workshop (Workshop One) was to (i) explore the relationship between social 
value and the difficulties of design and commercial value, (ii) investigate the knowledge and 
utilisation of measurement tools in commercial and social contexts, and (iii) evaluate and finalise the 
operation and analysis methods for the final workshop (Workshop Two). The twenty-three 
participants, selected for their personal and academic interest in social value, included postgraduate 
students, predominantly from design-related courses at Brunel University London (Design Strategy 
and Innovation, Design and Branding Strategy, and Integrated Product Design) and at Cardiff 
Metropolitan University (Advanced Product Design). 
The second workshop (Workshop Two) was conducted to (i) explore the use and usefulness of 
measurement tools in commercial and social contexts, and (ii) investigate the elements of a  
measurement tool which could successfully measure social values of design. Although the Workshop 
Two activities were similar to those in Workshop One, they were modified and improved after 
intensive analysis of Workshop One to ensure their relevance to the overall research aim and 
suitability for the professional participants attending the workshop. The nineteen participants 
included design and brand professionals, design support organisations (The Design Council, British 
Industrial Design Association (BIDA) and Design Management Europe (DME)) and various businesses. 
The three main activities comprised (i) mapping social values of design to investigate elements of 
design influences on social value creation, (ii) the use and usefulness of assessment and 
measurement tools to identify issues with current tools, and (iii) measuring social values of design to 
construct criteria for creating and utilising the social value of design measurement tool. The 
participants were grouped and each group included a facilitator and a research assistant. The 
facilitator ensured a constructive balanced discussion while the research assistant observed and 
recorded the group discussion. Subsequent presentations after each discussion were recorded, and 
content and thematic analysis methods were used to critically extract the main points to determine 
the participants’ opinions. Outcomes were discussed with the project’s core team members, 
identifying key ideas and issues fulfilling the workshops’ purposes. 
4. Findings and discussion 
4.1 Social value for companies 
In-depth interviews with the companies provided practical perspectives on the meaning of social 
value. Of the companies interviewed, three saw their social impact primarily as being a result of the 
products they produce (impact on users) and two primarily through benefits to the local economy 
(impact on employees and the supply chain). While company owners were acutely aware of the jobs 
and income they provide to support themselves or employees, the main focus was the distribution, 
development and sales of their products and services. The companies which felt their impact was 
through the provision of products had clearer ‘social values’ embedded at the core of their business 
activities from the outset. One company had probably the most sophisticated understanding of 
social impact: it had been set up to create postural support products using design and engineering 
knowledge to significantly improve health benefits for its end-users. However, even with this mission 
as the driving factor for their existence, the company recognises that product development activities 
are expensive, requiring an accompanying focus on commercial viability. 
All the businesses recognised their environmental impact. All had taken steps to make either their 
products or the packaging more ‘eco-friendly’ and were aware that this is a factor customers want 
and look upon favourably (apart from one company, where the driver is clinical need). In contrast, 
‘social values’ were not understood with any consistency as a clear set of business-related actions – 
it was either a ‘core value’ set by the founders/leaders to have a wider ‘social purpose’ or it was 
understood as maintaining jobs for the immediate members of the team. The link between social 
value and design was evidently strong in the companies which wanted to provide some social 
purpose, because their products were regarded as the mechanism by which that purpose was 
achieved (use of a postural aid, playing with an educational game, or applying/consuming a ‘healthy’ 
alternative). Conversely, despite the other two companies viewing their social impact as being in a 
narrow sense based around the local economy, potentially wider social impacts resulted from their 
outputs (child safety and environmentally responsible products). 
4.2 Business value measurement tools 
To analyse the current use and usefulness of value measurement tools, twelve business tools were 
selected in the categories of (i) strategic business (Balanced Score Card, BCG Matrix, SWOT), (ii) 
quality/process/internal management (Performance Dashboard, Six Sigma, Return on Investment), 
(iii) business concept/model (Business Model Canvas, Customer Relationship Management, 
Lovemark), and (iv) input/research techniques (benchmarking, Interview/Observation, 
Survey/Omnibus Survey). The iterative selection process was employed where initial list of tools 
through a literature was made. A selection process through discussion with core team members 
identified the most appropriate tools for the workshops. 
Workshop Two’s second activity revealed that the SWOT and Interview/Observation were the tools 
most used by the majority of the professional participants (90%) followed by ROI, and Benchmarking 
(40% of participants had used the tools). The participants also chose SWOT as the preferred tool 
because of its ease of use, practicality, and its ability to obtain a holistic overview. Interview/ 
Observation was the second most liked tool, mainly for its in-depth nature and practicality. Other 
comments included its ability to help find current problems, the cause of the problem and potential 
opportunities. ROI was chosen as most-liked tool for its practical in-depth nature. The participants 
also commented that it is an essential tool when a financial case has to be made. It is also the 
preferred persuasion tool for new products/businesses or continued investment. Benchmarking was 
chosen for its ease of use, in-depth nature and practicality. Further comments included that it is 
good to measure success or failure, and its flexibility in different environments/ products/ services 
and different depths. Some common negative comments were made about the tools: they are prone 
to manipulation, and are too easy or too complex to use. All the positive and negative comments, 
including those already mentioned, were aggregated to provide an overview (see Table 1). The 
comments emphasise the importance of balance, which can be difficult to master, for example the 
tool should be in-depth yet simple to use. Recurring comments were also made about the need for 
objectivity. The future tool should therefore have a mechanism to prevent manipulation and 
maintain objectivity. 
Table 1. Aggregated positive and negative comments on business tools.  
Positive Comments (number of mentions) Negative Comments (number of mentions) 
Detailed - ranging level of depth (4) Input can be subjective (8) 
Simple and option for further analysis (3) Lack of rigour/detail (4) 
Flexibility - adoption in a range of situations (3) Depends on financial data input only (3) 
User-focused (2) Too complex to apply consistently (3) 
Performance review (1) Too ‘mechanical’ (2) 
Uses common language (1) Lacks credibility & practicality (2) 
Potential usage by a diverse group (1) Difficult to value different factors (2) 
Improving the work process (1) Lack of overview of the situation (2) 
Commercially persuasive (1) Inflexible (1) 
 
4.3 Social value measurements 
Measurement tools in the social context were also studied but there was a limited number of tools 
to choose from compared to the business-oriented tools. Initial desk research was conducted for 
some social value measurement tools and their current issues. Due to the nature of the impact the 
tools have to measure, which is inherently soft and subjective, it is more difficult to judge output. 
The same selection process was used to choose the tools to be discussed in Workshop Two in the 
categories of (i) company reporting tools (SROI, Cost-Benefit Analysis, Key Social and Co-operative 
Performance Indicators-KSCPIs), (ii) award-based (iF Award, ARGA (Re)Design Award), (iii) company 
specific tools (Coca-Cola (Demos) Measuring Up, NIKE environment design tool), and (iv) design-
oriented tools (Storyboard/Impact Mapping, Triple Bottom Line by LiveWork). 
Table 2. Aggregated positive and negative comments on social tools.  
Positive Comments (number of mentions) Negative Comments (number of mentions) 
Help making decisions on social spend (3) Complicated to use and apply (6) 
Effective (financial) social impact (3) Subjective (biased input) (5) 
Aligned with corporate goal (2) Prone to manipulation (2) 
Holistic overview (2) Low reputation & awareness (2) 
In-depth analysis (detailed) (1) Limited area of measurement (2) 
Encouraging social awareness (1) Lack of consideration of long-term impact (1) 
Encourages a multidisciplinary approach (1) Lack of trust (1) 
 
Among the tools the professional participants selected in Workshop Two, Storyboard/Impact 
Mapping was the tool most used in a social context. Its ability to give a holistic overview and its ease 
of use were among the reasons why they use the tool. Furthermore, participants commented that it 
is a good tool for reflection and measuring progress. Conversely, the participants felt it was prone to 
manipulation and could lead to oversight. The iF award was the second most used tool despite only 
a quarter of the participants having used it, because of its practicality. Other comments included 
that it encouraged greater achievement. However, there were concerns about using the award as a 
measurement tool because it can be biased. Social impact tools were less familiar than business 
measurement tools, and participants made more comments about the objectivity and quality of 
input than about other aspects of using the tools. However, unlike the business performance 
measurement which mainly relies on hard data (i.e. financial sales figures, profit margins etc.,), social 
impact measurement is much ‘softer’. Further comments in Table 2 show different considerations 
which must be taken into account when constructing a social value measurement tool. 
4.4 Creating a tool to measure the social value of design  
The third activity of Workshop Two was a series of questions about a possible tool to measure the 
social values of design. Each question comprised a set of example answers, derived from Workshop 
One, and participants were asked to vote (three votes per participant) for their most likely answers. 
The number of votes was then used to rank the answers according to what the participants felt most 
appropriate. The questions were designed to answer key questions about creating a measurement 
tool for the social value of design: (i) How would the tool measure design input? (ii) Who would have 
to buy into the tool for it to be a success? (iii) What form would inputs and outputs to the tool take? 
and (iv) The desirability of the tool, and pros and cons. 
In response to the question about measuring design input, the participants selected the ‘level of 
design intervention’ as the most appropriate input to measure (15 out of 57 votes). The participants 
suggested that design’s intervention at all levels of business could be useful in determining how the 
social value of design impacts society. ‘Spend on design/design person-hours on project’ was chosen 
as the second most appropriate with eleven votes, because it is quantifiable, unlike the previous 
design input. While this has been an attractive proposition for businesses to assess design input, this 
method does not account for the quality of design. One participant commented that a designer 
could spend only a few hours with considerable impact in terms of output quality. The quality of 
design outcome is much more difficult to measure, especially for social value, as impact is also 
elusive to measure. The participants’ third choice - the ‘internal assessment of design quality’ (nine 
votes) - had a similar argument about the pitfall already mentioned, that it is difficult to quantify the 
quality, depending on who assesses design quality in a company. 
Professional participants from different backgrounds shared the view, in response to the question 
about buy-in targets, that the tool must be taken up by ‘businesses’ to be successful (seventeen 
votes). This was followed, predictably, by ‘designer/design managers’, with thirteen votes, because 
businesses have to see a value in accepting the tool to be used to measure the social value of design. 
Designers/design managers are likely to have a greater understanding of the extent to which design 
can influence the creation of social value through products, services and brands. It is also interesting 
to see a relatively low vote for the Governmental Organisation and regulatory body, and the NGOs. 
Subjectivity was deemed very important so it was expected that the separate body (a regulatory 
body or NGOs) would provide that subjectivity. However, most participants said better adoption can 
be achieved by having buy-in by the actual users of the tool. 
The question about the inputs and outputs of the tool, Benchmarking and measurable social targets 
were among the most popular with nineteen and eighteen votes respectively, because they are 
measurable, comparative, easy to understand and evidence-based. As previously discussed, the 
measurement of design input may also change according to different interpretations, so 
benchmarking can provide an agreeable measurement. It is also interesting to note that members of 
the public (eight votes), experts (seven votes), and in-house opinions (two votes) came lower in the 
ranking as the participants saw the opinions as subjective and ambiguous. However, public opinion 
topped the opinion ranking as the participants felt the user’s opinion is most important. 
5. Recommendations 
The results of the research phases were aggregated to create a recommendation for formulating a 
social value of design measurement tool (see Figure 1). It is recommended that prior to creating the 
tool some preparations be completed, identifying  (i) the social value of design element 
(intervention) , (ii) the stakeholder and beneficiary, (iii) the social value opportunity, and (iv) the 
level of social commitment (social target). The most difficult part is identifying the social value of 
design elements. It was discussed extensively in the workshops that such a measuring tool must 
convince the designers, management and other users of the tool. Both stakeholder and beneficiary 
must be identified in order to measure the outcome reliably, in relation to the impact of the social 
project. The social value opportunity should be identified to better understand the measurement 
context. Another recurrent point raised during the workshops was the importance of the 
commitment and the target of the social project, in order to identify which levels the tool could 
measure. 
 
 
Figure 1.   Recommended guideline for creating a tool to measure the social value of design which 
include preparations required, measurement levels of the tool, and considerations to increase the 
tool’s desirability. 
In order to create a tool which embraces all the benefits of currently available business and social 
tools, a system of measurement options is recommended as there are advantages and 
disadvantages at each stage. The levels identified include: (i) an overview with a qualitative 
approach, (ii) financial with a quantitative approach, and (iii) balanced with both a qualitative and a 
quantitative approach. These options should provide the tool with flexibility, depending on the 
purpose of the project. The overview level will provide a holistic perspective on the social value of 
design similar to that of SWOT and Storyboard. The financial level is important in giving management 
a fuller picture of the financial implications of design-led social projects, similar to SROI. Finally, the 
balanced level will provide more in-depth measurements of the social value of design, but will be 
time and resource intensive if it is to be fully comprehensive. 
The workshop results were further analysed to identify considerations for creating the measurement 
tools which will increase its desirability. Features would include: (i) continuous comparison of output 
with competitors/industry leaders, (ii) clear indications of progress, (iii) validation by public 
(users/beneficiaries), (iv) led by design managers and approved by management, (v) internal 
assessment of design quality, (vi) ease of use and understanding of the tool (UI/Language). The 
output comparison was thought by the participants to add to the objectivity of the measurement. 
The professionals in the workshop identified that public validation - rather than that of external or 
internal experts – would probably ensure measurement reliability, and strongly agreed that success 
would depend on management buy-in. The difficulty of measuring design quality was mentioned 
several times during discussions, but most participants agreed that quality should be measured 
internally. Finally, the tool’s ease of use was repeatedly emphasised as an important aspect which 
will increase its usability by people from a range of fields of expertise. 
6. Conclusion 
This exploratory research was conducted to identify key considerations to produce a guideline to 
create desirable tools for measuring social value of design. The recommendation evolved from a 
study of  the context of social value in the commercial sector, using in-depth interviews and 
workshops with students and professionals to identify the use and usefulness of currently available 
business and social value measurement tools, with which it was agreed that balance can be difficult 
to master – indicating that a newly-developed tool should be in-depth yet simple to use. Another 
recurring comment was that such a tool should be objective: a key aspect of the tool’s objectivity is 
the indicators it will measure. Further research is therefore recommended to identify these 
elements of social value of design and an objective method of measuring the indicators, in order to 
create a reliable and desirable measurement tool which can be used to identify and improve design 
influences on creating social value. 
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